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Franklin in Paradise

Paradise, Book One

John Patrick


THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO THE MEMORY OF MY BROTHER-IN-LAW, HARRY, AND TO MY SISTER AND NIECES WHO HAD TO ENDURE LOSS AND GRIEF IN A YEAR TURNED UPSIDE DOWN BY A VIRUS.


Chapter One

I finished cleaning my bedroom before lunchtime. Not that it needed it. I’m not the kind of guy to leave his dirty socks and shorts lying around. But I dusted behind the headboard and vacuumed the corners of the ceiling in my closet, removing the neatly labeled boxes from the top shelf first, before dusting those, too, and restacking them in alphabetical order: beads, crystals, fly hooks, etc., all the way down to screws.

I tugged the bed aside and vacuumed the carpet underneath, carefully nudging the bed frame back into the existing carpet indentations when I was finished.

I was ready.

Right after my parents left that morning, I even shaved. Not that there was any real need for that either. Even though I’ll be eighteen in a couple weeks, I’m hardly rocking the facial hair, just a few soft black wisps curling under my chin.

Nothing to do now but wait for Tyler.

I walked to the picture window in our living room and stared out into the gloomy March evening. Across the dirt road, Mrs. Knudson’s front porch lights came on. If I leaned forward and craned my neck to the right, I could almost see the intersection with State Highway 27. I waited at the window until I saw a sweep of headlights illuminating the deep forest along the road, silhouettes of oaks and pines picked out one by one as Tyler’s pickup bounced through the ruts.

I stepped away from the window and moved to the front door. The throaty rumble of his truck died, and a moment later a door slammed. Footsteps on the side deck were followed by a shout of “Yo, open up.” I silently did a slow three-count, then opened the door.

“Dude, here, take these. Back in a sec.” Tyler thrust three large pizza boxes into my arms and headed back to the driveway. I carried the boxes across the living room to the counter separating it from the kitchen, the scent of hot cheese, tomatoes, onions, and pepperoni filling the air. By the time I laid out each box in a neat row on the counter, Tyler was back, kicking the door shut behind him.

He had a gym bag looped across his shoulders, and he was carrying a case of Sam Adams.

He came around the counter and into the kitchen, put the beer on the table, and dropped his bag on the floor by the counter. “Woo-hoo! Sweet Sixteen!” he said, as he shrugged out of his jacket.

Sweet Sixteen? What…? Oh, right. March Madness. Sweet Sixteen round. That’s what we’re doing tonight, right?

“Your folks get off okay?” he asked.

“Yep, they got there already and texted me an hour ago. It’s 75 degrees in Puerto Rico right now.”

“Good for them, man.” Tyler used the opener on his key chain to pry the caps off two bottles. He handed me one. “And they’re good with us doing this?”

“Yeah, of course. You’ve slept over lots of times.” Even as I said that, I felt a blush rising in my cheeks. I hoped tonight would be different than all those other times. “Besides,” I continued, “Mrs. Knudson will be keeping an eye out. She knows I’m alone this weekend, and my folks told her I wasn’t allowed to have any parties.” I was embarrassed my parents had asked our eighty-year-old neighbor to spy on me. “How about your folks? They know you’re staying the night, right?”

“Right. No problem. They just don’t know we’re alone.” He waggled his eyebrows.

*

Tyler and I have been best buds since fourth grade, but lately, I’ve been thinking about him in a…well, I guess romantic way would best describe it. I was pretty sure he felt the same about me, too, because more and more, Tyler has been lightly touching me. A pat on my head, a tap to my arm. He knows touching is a “thing” for me, and he’s been really good about too. Signaling it would happen so I could be prepared without making a big deal about it.

Two years ago, my first and only girlfriend, Maya, let me know I was gay. I hadn’t thought about it, one way or the other, up until then. I didn’t like the whole idea of dating. Turns out she was right, of course. She was so pushy when it came to the physical stuff, even though she knew I was…sensitive…to that kind of thing. “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” she’d say. But then she’d try to kiss me or grab my hand.

One night, the last time I saw her, we were sitting in her parents’ basement, and she asked if she could hold my hand. I didn’t want to, but I knew this was what boyfriends and girlfriends did, and I was trying so hard to be normal, so I let her. Before I understood what was happening, though, she guided my hand down to her thigh and under her skirt. When I discovered she wasn’t wearing underwear, I’d gasped and yanked my hand away, waving my fingers in the air as if they’d been burned. I might have gagged a little too.

“Uh-huh. I thought so,” she’d responded immediately. “You’re gay, you know, Franklin. Right? You do know that? I’d hate to see you waste the next couple of years ‘struggling’ to understand yourself. You should just blow your buddy Tyler right now and get it over with.”

Fair enough. But I didn’t blow Tyler, and as much as I was convinced we had a future together, I was pretty sure I didn’t want to blow him, or at least not yet. But I’d been thinking about kissing him, and although it made me a little uncomfortable, I thought I might be ready for that.

*

We settled on the couch. We both took a corner, leaving plenty of room between us. We went through the first pizza as we watched the game and started in on the second. It was a good matchup, and although I wasn’t much of a basketball fan, I was sort of enjoying it. But I was enjoying watching Tyler more. He was wearing his silky green athletic shorts, even though it was cold out with snow expected overnight. Every now and then he’d stretch his legs in front of him, the soft golden hairs on his thighs glinting in the light of the television.

During a commercial break, he leaned back and stretched his arms behind his head, then out wide to the sides, one hand briefly brushing the back of my shoulder. He glanced over at me. “Dude, your hair is getting really long.” He tugged on a curl hanging over the back of my collar. I was surprised to find I didn’t mind the unexpected touch. In fact, an electric jolt ran through me. Was this it? Was he going to kiss me? But no. He let go, stood, and walked into the kitchen. He popped open two more beers, his fourth and my second.

On his way back into the living room, a local newscaster came on the screen. “Good evening, Bangor. Here’s what we’re covering for our eleven o’clock broadcast. Tonight’s snowstorm is now looking more like an ice storm for areas just inland from the coast. Central and Northern Maine could be hit hard. Sandra will have the timing and the details. Also, our national affiliate in Washington, DC, will be updating us on breaking news out of Asia, following unexpected and provocative actions by North Korea. See you at eleven.”

“Did he say an ice storm tonight?” asked Tyler, handing me a beer and sitting back down on the couch, closer to me this time.

“Yes. Maybe we’ll be stuck here.” I liked the idea.

The game resumed, and we made our way through more pizza. I got up to use the bathroom, and while I was there, I remembered that you’re supposed to fill containers of water if you might lose power. I filled the bathtub for toilet flushing, then went into the kitchen and filled several containers and buckets for drinking water.

When I returned, I sat even closer to Tyler, our legs just inches apart.

He punched my arm, using an exaggerated slow motion so I could see it coming, and called me a Boy Scout. “Doesn’t hurt to be prepared,” I said. At one point, he twisted toward me and leaned over to set his beer down next to me, even though there was also a table at his end of the sofa. His knee rubbed tightly along my thigh.

A newscaster interrupted the game. “This is CBS Breaking News. Our Washington desk is following disturbing developments out of Asia. China has, without warning, closed its borders and airspace and disabled its internet. The US State Department is trying to determine the status of tens of thousands of US citizens currently in that country. The move by China comes immediately on the heels of word that North Korea is readying several missile launch sites and has also closed its borders and airspace. Additionally, we’ve been following an escalating health crisis in South Korea, with unconfirmed reports that hospitals in Seoul have been overwhelmed with victims of a newly circulating, deadly flu.

“Our Asia experts are here to discuss the situation and possible connections between the events unfolding there.”

Tyler leaned forward and picked up the remote from the coffee table. He muted the sound and turned to me. “You want to see something?”

“Sure.”

He rose from the couch and went to his bag, still on the floor by the kitchen counter. He squatted and rummaged inside for a second, then pulled out a DVD case and held it up so I could see it. “My cousin down in Portland gave this to me.” He walked back to the couch, grinning.

I took it, and a twinge of anxiety twisted in my stomach when I realized what it was.

“Porn,” I said, studying the case. There were pictures of naked young men. Just men. “I didn’t know you were into that.”

“Not just porn. Amateur stuff. My cousin says there’s a guy in Portland who pays guys to do things on video. Mostly just jerk off together, you know?”

“Huh.” I didn’t know what else to say. The whole idea made me uncomfortable. I’ve seen porn on the internet, of course, but I didn’t like it. It struck me as messy and fake. Plus, I wasn’t good at what Dr. Levy called “reading” people, so when I knew people were only pretending, I had difficulty figuring out what was going on.

Porn left me confused and anxious—the opposite, I guess, of how most people responded. So, no, I didn’t want to watch porn.

“Anyway,” Tyler continued, “my cousin says this guy is looking for guys to work together. Opposite types, you know? He says we’d be great together. You’re dark and stocky; I’m tall and blond…” he trailed off, apparently waiting to see how I’d react.

Absolutely not was my first thought, but I held it back. What did Tyler want to hear from me? Was he really suggesting this, or just leading up to watching the DVD together? So instead I said, “Uh…don’t you need to be eighteen to do that kind of thing? On film, I mean.”

“I am eighteen. And you will be in just a couple weeks.” He took a swig from his beer. “Maybe we can watch this disc so you can see what it’s all about. It’s pretty tame, like I said.” He stood up, turning the case back and forth, looking at me. “It’s just guys, though… That won’t bother you, will it?”

Would it? I am gay after all, so it shouldn’t. Although I’d rather Tyler just kiss me and put the porn back in his bag. But if this is what Tyler wanted…maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. I could just focus on Tyler, right? I wouldn’t have to look at the video at all. “Oh, uh, no…that won’t bother me.”

“Great! This’ll look amazing on the big screen.” He pried the disc out of the case and headed toward the DVD player below the television. The sound was still muted, and the screen was showing a shaky video of what looked like lines of dead bodies in a hallway somewhere. A banner reading “unconfirmed footage” scrolled across the bottom.

“Hold on,” I said. “We can’t watch that here. There’s no curtains and Mrs. Knudson might see in.”

“Dude, that is so whack! You live on a dirt road in the freakin’ middle of nowhere, no other houses around for miles, except this one old lady who lives right across the freakin’ street! What is with that?”

“I know, right?” I thought of all the cleaning I’d done earlier. “Maybe we can watch it on my laptop in my bedroom?”


Chapter Two

I was pulled out of a troubled, anxious sleep by…a noise? A voice? The last tendrils of a dream were dissolving: I was being stoned as a punishment for something, but the stones were too small, pebbles really, handfuls being thrown by Maya and Tyler. Tyler!

I tilted my head to the right, but of course he wasn’t there. Why would he have stayed after the fiasco last night? I only hoped he hadn’t left and gone home. We needed to talk about what had happened. Or, I guess, for my part, what hadn’t happened. What the hell is wrong with me?

I rolled over to look at the clock on my desk: 4:40 a.m. I wasn’t used to beer. I felt a little dizzy and needed to take a whiz. I quietly entered the hallway and was relieved to hear snoring coming from the living room. It was bright in there too; Tyler must have left the TV on. I went into the bathroom and pissed for what seemed like an hour. I had a big drink of water and simply stood there, staring at Tyler’s bright-blue toothbrush lying over the edge of the sink, at an odd angle that I immediately fixed to align it with the faucets, and to point the bristles down rather than up.

I went back down the hallway, passed my bedroom, and stepped into the living room. Tyler was stretched out on the couch, tangled in a blanket, his blond hair shining silver-white in the bright light from the window. Wait, what? I glanced at the dark TV. So where was that light coming from? I moved farther into the living room to look out the window and noticed that all Mrs. Knudson’s lights were on.

That was odd; she was never up past 9:30. Why would she have all those lights on in the middle of the night? I walked to the picture window. A gust of wind drove a smattering of sleet against the glass. The ground was covered in a thin, gritty layer of white. The sleet must have been what woke me. Tyler shifted on the couch but didn’t open his eyes.

I looked across the street and could tell from the shifting blue and silver shadows inside her house that Mrs. Knudson’s television was on. Another burst of sleet was driven into the glass in front of me. Tap, tap, tap. It reminded me of a dream I’d had, but I couldn’t recall the specifics. I went back to bed.

*

Several hours later, I woke to a loud clanging sound. An alarm? No, it was intermittent and familiar somehow. My phone? I lifted myself onto a shoulder and looked at my bedside table where my phone sat silent and dark. The sound went off again, and I realized it was coming from outside my bedroom. I stumbled out of bed and into the hallway. I heard Tyler getting up in the living room.

Was it his phone? Did he have one of those funny ringtones that mimicked what old phones used to sound like?

“What is that?” Tyler called from the living room, sounding disoriented. Oh, of course! The landline.

We kept an old-fashioned wired phone in my dad’s office for emergencies, and it was ringing now. “I got it,” I said to Tyler as we stumbled past each other in the hallway, him heading to the bathroom, me to the office at the other end of the hall. Tyler turned slightly away from me as he passed, but not before I noticed his morning erection pushing against his shorts. My stomach dropped at the reminder of my failure last night.

I fumbled my way into the office, missed the light switch, but finally reached the desk. The landline was rarely used, so the phone sat on the floor just beside the filing cabinet, and it took me another moment to find it. I lifted the handset to my ear as I sank to the floor. “Hello?”

“Franklin! Are you all right?” my mother asked, breathless and worried. Scared, even.

“Yes, yes, I’m fine, of course. What’s wrong? Why are you calling on this phone?”

“We might not have much time. The lines have been going in and out. We’re coming home as soon as we can. Your father is at the airport now trying to get us on the next available flight, and I’m heading there to join him right after this call.”

“Coming home? Why? What’s wrong?”

There was a lot of noise in the background, shouting and angry voices that sounded very close.

“You need to turn on the news. The North Koreans sent nukes into space to take out a bunch of satellites. There’s no cell service. And there’s lots of people dying in Asia. All over. No one’s sure what’s going on because the communication satellites were destroyed. The US has shut down international flights, but we should still be able to get home on a domestic flight.” All of this was offered in a rush, as if she’d given thought to what to say as quickly as possible.

I pulled the phone away from my ear when an abrupt banging sound came through the line. Distantly I heard my mother say “No!” in a harsh tone, before she was back. “I have to go. We love you, Franklin. We’ll try to get home by this evening.”

“I love you too. But what’s happening there? Should I call anyone or try to change your flights from here…” But I realized I was talking to dead air. “Mom? Mom?” I tried a couple of times and waited, but nothing. I hung up. Then I picked the phone up again and heard a fast pulsing tone that didn’t sound like what I thought a dial tone was supposed to be.

Tyler stood in the doorway; I was still sitting against the wall. “Dude, I gotta go,” he said. “The storm is getting bad out there. It’s going to be impossible to drive soon.” He walked into the living room, and I rose and followed him. He pulled on his jeans and a sweatshirt, then began throwing his things into his bag. He picked up his coat.

“But, there’s some sort of emergency out there with the Koreans or something. You should stay here. Have breakfast.”

He swiped at the screen on his cell phone, not listening to me. “Damn it,” he mumbled to himself. “Out of juice.” He looked around the room to see if he’d missed anything.

“No, it’s the satellites,” I said. “They’ve been blown up.”

He looked at me like he might ask a question, but then shook his head. “The sleet has changed to rain, but it’s still below freezing. Soon it’ll be sheer ice everywhere.” He turned and headed to the door.

“Wait,” I began. “About last night…”

But he was already opening the door. The sound of a drumming rain came swirling into the room with the cold. “Hey, no biggie. You weren’t into it. It happens. I’ll call you.” And then he was gone.

*

I went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. The bacon and eggs I had planned on making for Tyler sat unopened on the top shelf. I removed the carton of orange juice and the tube of biscuit dough, then turned the oven on. The clock on the wall read 7:30 a.m., 29 degrees outside. I poured myself a glass of juice and took it to the window in the living room.

The sleet had changed to a driving rain. Every tree shimmered in a layer of ice, swaying back and forth under the added weight. It was beautiful in a way, but even as I stood watching, an enormous limb from Mrs. Knudson’s front-yard pine broke from the tree with a loud crack, then thudded to the ground. I looked more closely and noticed many good-sized sticks and branches littering our yard as well.

I sat on the couch, placed the orange juice glass on a coaster next to one of Tyler’s beer bottles, and turned on the television.

I wasn’t born yet when 9-11 happened, but this is what I think it might have been like. Worried newscasters trying to retain their professionalism even though it’s clear something big and really, really bad might be going on. There were lots of windows open on the screen showing different things, but what caught my eye was the one in the lower left corner.

It displayed a video of a street scene somewhere in Asia, filmed by someone riding on a scooter directly behind another scooter overcrowded with several people hanging on to each other, all wearing masks, the kind we all wore a few years ago when COVID started circulating. The two scooters swerved through the streets, dodging what looked like…wow, yes…bodies, lying on the sidewalks, propped against walls. The five-second loop ended each time when the young girl on the scooter in front simply fell off, as if she’d fainted.

It was replaced by a second video, this one, based on the angle from above, filmed by a security camera inside an airport terminal. The banner across the bottom of the screen read “Shanghai.” The terminal was filled with bodies. Stretchers lined the hallways as if an emergency medical response had been underway before being overwhelmed by what was happening.

In the main portion of the screen, three newscasters sat at a round table. I recognized one of them from the nightly news my parents watched. “Of course, communication has proven very unreliable without satellites, and none of these videos have been independently confirmed. But if what we are seeing is true, it indicates that whatever is spreading through Asia—”

“And now Australia and India,” one of three interrupted.

“—is highly contagious and deadly,” finished the first.

Before she could go on, the third anchor raised a hand to interrupt. “Sorry. Hold on…” He was reading intently from a handheld device. “Based on what’s crossing the wires right now, an emergency has been declared at London’s Heathrow Airport, and the region—wait, is that right?—yes, the entire metropolitan area has been quarantined.” A gasp could be heard from off-screen.

A quarantine of London? That was one of the lessons from COVID. As soon as you see a new virus, lock down right away. Still, how could it be happening there and in Asia at the same time?

“Well…uh…” The first anchor stumbled a moment, then continued. “Earlier this morning, our military expert on North Korea speculated that there is a possibility a manmade pathogen, perhaps a virus, was released either intentionally or unintentionally.” The newscaster’s hands were shaking, and she looked relieved to cut to video. “Here’s a clip of that conversation.”

From outside, there was another loud crack, followed by a second shortly after, and then a booming, crunching sound. The house shook. Shit. I stood and went to the picture window. More branches and limbs had come down, but I couldn’t see what had caused the sound. I moved to the other side of the room and looked through the window in the front door. A large oak tree had fallen across the driveway, crushing the front half of my Jeep. Next to my mangled car was a black patch of asphalt, covered in slick ice now, where Tyler’s pickup had been.

The strong smell of newly cut oak filtered into the house, and a light dust drifted down from the ceiling. I’d have to clean that.

From behind me, in the living room, a high-pitched single tone interrupted the news broadcast, followed by a repeating series of three klaxon-like alarms. In my head I immediately provided the words that had always followed that sound, ‘This is a test of the emergency broadcast system…’ But it wasn’t a test, was it?

I turned back toward the television. The screen displayed an order to “Shelter in Place Immediately.” A recorded voice repeated the message: “A national shelter in place order is now in effect. Take shelter indoors immediately until further notice.”

A faint blue flash lit the room, and the power went out.

*

I sat on the couch and stared at the dark television. A silence came over the house, an absence of sound that only makes itself known when all the little motors and compressors go off. Ice-cloaked trees swayed and moaned outside. I looked into the kitchen and saw the cardboard tube of biscuit dough sitting on the counter, partially twisted open with the dough pushing itself out between the seams.

I stood, intending to put the biscuits in the oven while I figured out what to do next. But then I remembered—electric oven—so that wouldn’t work. I went to put the package back in the refrigerator and paused. I should keep the refrigerator closed as long as possible to keep things cold. But how long would the power be out?

A large dry-erase calendar affixed to our refrigerator door had “Happy Birthday, Franklin” written on a circled date a few weeks out. We had a reservation at the fancy Italian place in town. Surely this would all be over by then?

I went into my parent’s bathroom and pulled a package of face masks out of the linen closet. Masks, hand sanitizer, and toilet paper are the three things my mother will never, ever run low on again. I walked back to the living room window. Mrs. Knudson’s house was dark too. I wondered if it was just our two houses that were out. I wanted to go outside and look toward the highway, see if there were downed wires, but what about the shelter in place order? And how can that make sense for a whole country, anyway? For now, I decided to stay inside.

I started pacing. There was so much to consider. I went into my bedroom and grabbed my phone. There was no cell service, so I powered it down. I noticed my laptop on the floor by my bed, and the empty DVD case sitting next to it. The disc itself was still in the machine. Great, no internet, but I could watch porn if I wanted. Super.

I powered the laptop down, too, then went back to the office to see if the landline was still working. It wasn’t, so that meant the phone lines were also down.

Well, hopefully, my parents would be home by this evening. Part of me realized that was unlikely. After all, even if the shelter in place order didn’t extend to Puerto Rico, what would they do once they landed in Portland? How would they make it all the way back up to Northwood?

I decided to build a fire. We had a nice stack of logs next to the wood stove, and many weeks’ worth of wood in the mudroom leading to the screened porch. There were even more on the screened porch, but could I go out there or would that violate the shelter in place order? Hopefully, I wouldn’t need to worry about it.

I tidied the house, collecting the empty beer bottles, rinsing them, and placing them neatly along the back wall of the counter next to the sink. I collapsed the empty pizza boxes, after picking off the remains of dried cheese, meat, and crust, and stored them on the shelf in the mudroom. It bothered me that I couldn’t put them where they belonged in the garage, but to get to the garage I would have had to go outside through the screened porch.

I took another look at Mrs. Knudson’s house but didn’t see any movement. I figured if the power still wasn’t on by this evening, I’d put the battery-operated lantern in our window and tape up a sign asking her if there was anything I could do for her. I got a good fire going, grabbed a leftover slice of pepperoni, and settled in to wait for the power to come back.


Chapter Three

But the power didn’t come back, and, very slowly, the hours turned into days. I spent the time just…waiting. And cleaning up as much as I could, of course. Tyler had the annoying habit of peeling the labels off his beer bottles, and even though I’d rinsed them and lined them up neatly, it bothered me, a lot, that some had peeled labels and some didn’t.

I told myself it didn’t matter, but, well, it really did. So, on day two, I carefully peeled the labels off all the empty bottles, and after an hour’s work, had eight pristine green bottles arranged in perfect order underneath the dish cabinet. They sat there for a week before I decided to dust them.

Sometime in the middle of the second week, I cleaned the bottles again and moved them to the kitchen island. But I’d gotten used to seeing them under the dish cabinet, so I moved them back. I reread my favorite books but decided against computer games or watching movies in order to preserve my battery.

The one eventful thing that did happen during those first couple of weeks was that Mrs. Knudson died. Right on her front porch. That was early on, but I don’t know exactly when. She wasn’t there when I went to bed, but she was there when I looked across the street the next morning, sprawled halfway down her porch steps, front door wide open.

She was definitely dead. I could tell through my binoculars. Otherwise, I think even with the whole shelter in place thing, I would have gone over to see if she was hurt. I hope I would have, anyway. But no. The eyes, the mouth, definitely dead.

But why had she gone out on the porch? And was it going outside that had killed her, or had she known she was dying and headed out anyway? Maybe she’d been feverish? Maybe she’d been headed over here for help? It made no sense that there could be something in the air that would kill you as soon as you stepped outside. Right?

I looked at my remaining stash of logs by the woodstove. It was nearly April, so I wasn’t too concerned about the pipes freezing if the fire went out. Still, I’d need to venture outside eventually, if only to the screened porch for more firewood. I’d long ago finished all the perishables from the fridge, and the canned goods wouldn’t last much longer.

I decided I’d give it two more days. If the power wasn’t back on by then, I’d walk down to the highway and flag someone down for help. Unless everyone was still sheltering in place, then I’d walk the ten miles into town and find help there. I wished I could use my Jeep, but even though the ice was long gone, the oak tree crushing my car was still there. I supposed Mrs. Knudson’s SUV was in her garage, but I didn’t want to go over there and try to find her keys. What if they were in her pocket?

*

Friday, at least I think it was Friday, dawned bright and clear. This was the day. I was going outside.

I didn’t have a choice. I was down to one milk jug filled with drinking water and just a few cans of soup. But I delayed. What if I died as soon as I went outside? Should I leave a note for my parents? Should I leave a note for Tyler, trying to explain? And what would I explain? Why wasn’t I a normal seventeen-year-old?

I thought of my laptop in my bedroom and the disc still in the drive.

I could try watching it again. Dispassionately this time, without the pressure of Tyler lying next to me, excited, urging me to get into it. Maybe if I could figure out why it made me so anxious, I could get beyond that and respond the way I’m supposed to, the way everybody else does.

I brought the laptop into the living room and turned it on. I knew it was pointless, but I checked for available Wi-Fi connections. There were none.

I set the laptop on the low table in front of the couch, pressed Play, and leaned back to watch. The video picked up right where we had stopped it—the point where Tyler had decided it wasn’t worth trying to make this work for me. There were two young guys on a couch, naked, sitting next to each other. Their knees were touching, and an off-screen voice was giving them instructions. Tyler had said, “The one on the left looks like you.”

Did he? I studied him now. He was stocky, sort of a football player’s build. We were similar that way. He also had black hair, but his was straight and short while mine was curly and, as Tyler had observed, getting way too long. He had a heavy pelt of black hair on his belly and legs. I wasn’t nearly as hairy as he was. My skin was more pasty white, but that could just be winter in Maine. The biggest difference was the eyes. His were a very dark brown; mine are a bright blue.

“We could do this, don’t you think? If we made a lot of money?” Tyler had asked then. No, I didn’t think so, especially considering my obvious lack of arousal. It was working for Tyler, though. “Is something wrong?” he’d asked.

Everything, I’d thought.

Watching the video now, I tried to imagine what Tyler thought when he watched porn. What about this got him so excited? The guys on screen were clearly into it, or good at pretending anyway, and readily complied when the voice said, “Bobby, I’ll give you another fifty dollars if you reach over and start stroking Kyle.” I remembered Tyler’s face as he watched the guys on-screen.

Now I closed my eyes, listening to the men on the screen as I thought of Tyler. Tyler’s smile, the way his eyes lit up when he told a joke, the careful way he held a sandwich but the sloppy way he shoveled in his food. Tyler in his manual transmission pickup truck, his hand working the gear shift.

A loud knock sounded at the door. Twice, in rapid succession.

I nearly jumped out of my skin as I sprang from the couch. My first thought was that Mrs. Knudson had come back to life and was here to demand answers from me. Why hadn’t I saved her?

I hurried to the front door, my heart pounding, and stood in front of its glass window. A tall guy, early twenties, maybe, stood on the other side, looking in at me. We blinked at each other.

“You’re outside…” I began to say through the glass, at the same time he said, “You’re alive!”

“Yes,” we both replied at the same time.

He had a huge grin on his face. “I can’t believe this!” he said. “You’re the first one I’ve found. This means there’s bound to be others.”

“The first what?” I asked.

“What?” he shouted. “I can’t hear you through the door.” He cupped his palm behind his ear.

“I’m the first what?” I asked more loudly, mouthing my words broadly.

“The first one alive,” he mouthed back.

I didn’t let that sink in. “Mrs. Knudson is dead,” I said, jerking my head in a direction behind him, toward where Mrs. Knudson’s body had, at some point during the night, been dragged farther down her front steps.

“I know. I saw her right away—”

“What?” I leaned closer to the window.

“I said I saw her right away.” He’d raised his voice again to be heard. “I thought maybe it was her fire still burning somehow. I was so disappointed. But then I saw the smoke coming from here. And here you are!”

We looked at each other through the glass.

“Can I come in?”

Oh. “Is the shelter in place order over?”

“What? Oh, that. No, that was a mistake! They rescinded it right away. Turns out it was already too late by then.”

“A mistake?” I squeaked. I was pretty sure I did, anyway.

“Yeah. You must have lost power at the beginning of the storm if that’s the last news you had. But yeah…it didn’t matter, inside, outside. Too late for everybody.”

“Too late,” what did that mean? “So, I can go outside…?” Stupid question, but that’s where my head was.

“Yes, or, if you invited me, I could come inside…where it’s warm?” He rubbed his arms briskly and peered around me into my house. Behind him, a motorcycle leaned on its kickstand next to my ruined Jeep.

“Oh, right, yes, of course. Come in.” I opened the door and was struck by how fresh the air smelled. He stepped inside and wrinkled his nose. I guess it was a little ripe in here after being closed up for so long.

“I have plenty of masks. Are we supposed to be wearing masks, or social distancing?” I asked as he walked past me and into the living room.

“Masks? No, it’s not like that.” He peered about the room, then turned back to me. “I still can’t believe you’re alive!” He couldn’t stop grinning as he removed his coat. Now that he was inside, I noticed he was much taller than me. He took off his orange knitted cap, revealing thick, copper-colored hair, longer even than mine.

“Dude, I am so excited to have found you!” he said, bouncing up and down on his toes.

I left the door open for some fresh air.

In the middle of the room, just beyond the couch, a disembodied voice said, “Kyle, I’ll pay you another hundred dollars if you stroke Bobby just like that too.” On screen, Kyle did.

“Oh my god!” I exclaimed, spinning about and lunging for my laptop. I tripped over the edge of the couch and landed on the floor.

I managed to reach my laptop and fold the screen down as I turned it away from us. I started to explain about the video, but he waved me off. “No worries, man. End of the world and all that. I’m not judging.”

My heart was racing as I went back to the couch; my legs wobbled as I sat. He stood over me, scanning the room once again. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Steady there. You okay? You’re not going to faint or anything?” I jerked at his unexpected touch, and he quickly removed his hand.

“I’m okay. It’s just so much. I need to catch my breath for a minute—"

“Oh, yeah, that’s nice, Kyle. Fifty more dollars if you kiss him while he’s doing that to you.”

“Goddamn it!” I yelled, scrambling off the couch and grabbing the laptop. I hit the eject button this time and, remembering the dwindling battery, went through the powering down sequence. “Let me just…” I hit the wrong button. “Take care of this…” I began again, face burning as I wrestled with the laptop.

“Take your time, man,” he said, as he began wandering about the room, noting the stack of neatly folded, empty boxes of food, and the pile of flattened bags next to them on the floor, kept in place by a heavy stew pot on top. Empty juice and water bottles, and empty cans of soup and beans, were carefully lined up by the porch door, waiting to be removed to the recycling bins in the garage. “You did all right for yourself. Nobody’s here?” I replayed his question in my head and thought he might have asked “No bodies here?” but I wasn’t sure, and the answer was the same either way.

“Nope. Just me.” I waited for the computer’s red power light to fade to black. I considered removing the disc from the open tray but didn’t want to draw any further attention to it. I turned back to my visitor. I wondered what his name was.

Before I could ask, he said, “And that lady across the street?”

“Yeah. Mrs. Knudson.”

“How long has she been there?”

“A couple weeks, I guess,” I replied. “I’ve sort of lost track of time, a bit.”

“I get that, sure.” He walked into the kitchen and picked up the open jug of water sitting on the counter. He took a sniff, frowned, and put it back down. “And you haven’t been outside at all?”

“No. Just…in here.” Something occurred to me. “But hey, now that I know the shelter in place order isn’t a real thing, can we get an ambulance, or the police or something, to take care of Mrs. Knudson’s body? Does your phone work? Mine still can’t get a signal.”

“Uh, right. No, no phone.” He stopped smiling, and his face scrunched up. I wasn’t good at reading expressions, but I thought this one meant he was uncomfortable. He rubbed his fingertips against his thumbs. “So…you don’t know what it’s like? Out there, I mean?”

“No.”

“Wow. Okay. Where to start? Can I sit down, man?”

“Sure. I’m Franklin, by the way. Franklin Marshall.” I mentally prepared myself for a handshake.

“I’m Patrick,” he said, taking my hand and shaking it as he lowered himself to the couch next to me. “Patrick Larson.” The DVD case with its lurid photos of naked young men sat in front of us. I leaned forward and picked it up, slipping it behind me on the couch. I glanced at the exposed disc in the laptop’s tray, an explicit image of Bobby, or maybe Kyle, printed on the surface. I didn’t want to bring further attention to it, so I pretended not to see it.

“So, okay. Here’s the thing, should I lead up to it or just come right out with it?” He didn’t wait for an answer. Maybe he wasn’t expecting one. “This is hard, man.”

“Lead up to what?” I was losing patience.

“To what happened,” he replied.

“What happened?” I demanded.

“Dude, everybody’s dead.”

I just sat there. That didn’t make any sense at all. I wasn’t dead. Patrick wasn’t dead. I’m sure my parents weren’t dead, or Tyler. Mrs. Knudson was dead though. I must have sat there staring blankly for a while.

Patrick said, “Um, I guess I should have led up to it?”

I rallied to state the obvious. “Everybody is not dead, Patrick. You and I are having this conversation, right?”

“Right. Right, right, right,” said Patrick, rubbing his hands together vigorously. “Point. But, well, most everybody is, anyway. I mean, there’s no ambulance coming for your neighbor. No police or anything.”

“Seriously? Well, how many people are dead? Where is everybody else? Is there a shelter or something we’re supposed to go to?”

“Well,” said Patrick. He reached forward and lightly tapped my shoulder. “There’s you”—he touched his chest—“and me.”

I waited.

“And that’s about it. So far.”

“What?” I jumped up from the couch. So did he. Maybe he thought I was going to freak out. Maybe I was. I paced around the room. “That can’t be.” I turned back to him. “There’s twelve thousand three hundred people in Northwood.”

“What?”

“People. That live in Northwood. According to the census, anyway, which they do every ten years, so it’s probably a little less now.”

“Wow,” said Patrick. “I didn’t know that. I was wondering about it, too, because I was trying to figure out what the survival rate is for…whatever this is. You know, when I thought I was the only one.”

“And actually, it’s closer to thirty thousand if you include the outlying villages.”

“Right, okay, man, good to know. Uh…but, no…far as I know, everybody’s dead.”

I was staring at him blankly. I can’t say I was thinking or processing. Just…sitting. Everyone was dead? Surely this hadn’t happened in Puerto Rico.

Patrick walked back to me and reached a tentative hand toward my shoulder. I leaned away from him. “The good news,” he said, “is that the survival rate just went up a lot.”

“But…but there must be other people. They’re probably sheltering somewhere. Maybe the high school? Did they announce a shelter location? We need to go into town. That’s where everyone will be. At the police station maybe or town hall or the church.”

“Franklin, I’m sorry, dude. But I live in town. I’ve been there most of the last few weeks, looking for other survivors. There’s no one. A couple days ago, I started scouting around the outlying areas. And now I’ve found you! I’m sure there will be others now too. But, you know, no police or ambulance, no. And no shelter location either. I’ve been to all the schools; they’re empty.”

I collapsed back onto the sofa. I sat on the DVD case. “Ouch. Fuck!” I reached behind me and pulled the case out. “This wasn’t mine.” That was a stupid thing to say. I knew that. Nothing made sense right then. I felt myself slipping deep into my head, withdrawing, which I do sometimes. It’s called a shutdown, and it’s only triggered when I’m really stressed, but I hate it when it happens. It makes me feel so out of control.

I also realized I was rocking back and forth a little, which I hated even more. At least I wasn’t making “the sound.” Patrick started crying. He turned toward me and opened his arms.

“No,” I said, sinking back into the sofa, as far from him as possible, chin tucked tightly against my chest. “No, no, no.”

“Okay, right. Got it, dude. No touching. That’s cool.”


Chapter Four

“You got a helmet?”

“A helmet?” I asked, trying to make sense of the question. I think I’d shut down for a few minutes, but it hadn’t been a long shutdown, because Patrick didn’t look like anything seriously off had happened. Still, I knew I hadn’t been paying attention and was only slowly returning to what was happening around me in the room. Patrick had gotten up and walked to the picture window. Was he looking at Mrs. Knudson or just thinking? He suddenly tapped his knuckle against the glass, twice, and then turned to look at me.

He took a few steps toward me and bent over to stare intently into my eyes. “Right. Okay. You look better now. So, you should have a helmet if you’re going to ride on the back of my bike. We’re heading into town.”

Oh. I hadn’t considered what would happen next. I thought once someone showed up, everything would get back to normal. But, from what Patrick was telling me, that wasn’t going to happen, at least not anytime soon. And I couldn’t stay here forever. I had to resupply. I was down to just a few cans of beans and the soups I didn’t like. Why had my parents bought cream of asparagus soup, anyway?
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